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Introduction
The Gran Coclé culture, which resided in Panama from approximately 200 BCE to 1550 CE (Cooke 2004b, 271), is demarcated by a distinct artistic style. Large vessels with bold colors, strong structural design, and distinct artistic motifs are a hallmark of this cultural style. Expertly
created gold effigies and objects also represent a large portion of archaeological artifacts discovered in the Coclé region. These forms of artistic creation are a concrete expression of the culture as it existed, a testament to the life and times of the people who inhabited what is now modern-day
Coclé Province, Panama. Tracking the life cycle of the vessels, weapons, adornments, and other artifacts discovered in this region and analyzing the steps involved in their creation will help provide additional ethnographic context to studies of this Pre-Columbian culture.
The importance of nature’s multi-faceted roles becomes apparent when conducting a close study of several specific artifacts, likely found in elite burials: an hourglass shaped jar, a stingray effigy vessel, and a small gold frog
pendant. These pieces, which currently reside at the Museum of Fine Arts (MFA) in St. Petersburg, Florida, lack detailed information about where they were recovered. The analysis of these artifacts and comparison to objects from
the region with known provenience at the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (Penn Museum) will help contextualize these materials within the Gran Coclé culture.

Fig. 1: A map of central Panama showing the study
area; originally published by Lothrop (1937, 5).

Object #1

While an exact match could not be found among
the collection of objects from Sitio Conte at the Penn
Museum, there are several artifacts that sport features
similar to this vessel. Object 40-16-1304, for instance,
exhibits a pedestal base and bowl-like shape. Object
14-50-80, while not a pedestal piece, has a similar
bowl shape and also depicts three-dimensional
elements like the stingray effigy vessel. Object 40-16103 also has a similar pedestal shape. While the base
of this artifact is slightly thicker than the stingray
effigy vessel, the bowl is flatter and wider, like the
MFA piece. This Penn Museum object also has curved
three-dimensional elements, much like the stingray’s
tail.
The presence of stingray spines in graves at
Sitio Conte points to several potential roles and
functions of stingrays in Coclé life. It is possible that
its stinging qualities were metaphoric for human
weaponry, which was valued in a competitive rank
society (Cooke 2004a, 116).
The spines may have had ceremonial functions;
several Coclé ceramics depict human-like figures
dressed in shamanic clothes and carrying stingray
spines (Cooke 2004a, 123). Spines may also have been
used for hunting and fishing, or as weapons.
Regardless of their purpose, the existence of large
quantities of stingray spines in graves at Sitio Conte
and other regional sites certainly suggests their
importance in Coclé culture.

Fig. 2: “Stingray Effigy Pedestal Vessel,” MFA
1972.138, Gift of Dr. Mark Sheppard.

This vessel eloquently depicts the ability of
the artist to create a design true to nature. Based on
the spots and pointed nose, this is likely a
representation of a spotted eagle ray, or a similar
species Spotted eagle rays are still present in
Panama’s waters and can have open, leopard-like
spots. The tan underside of the vessel could also be
representative of the stingray’s countershading.

Fig. 4: “Stingray Effigy Pedestal Vessel,”
MFA 1972.138, Gift of Dr. Mark Sheppard.

Fig. 3: “Pedestal Bowl,” Object
40-16-1304, Penn Museum.

Object #2

Fig. 5: “Frog,” MFA 1971.054,
Gift of Dr. Mark Sheppard.

Fig. 6: “Pendant,” Object 4013-226, Penn Museum.

This small, gold frog, which currently resides at
the MFA, was most likely created by casting. A clay
core would have been carved into a rough shape,
covered in wax, carved into a finer shape, and then
covered in another layer of clay. The wax would run out
of the mold via a vent, as the molten gold was poured in
(Linares 1977, 41). The reddish hue of this piece can be
attributed to its copper content; gold was often
combined with copper, and the result was called
tumbaga.
Despite the frog’s small size – approximately 1” x
¾” - it has intricate detailing. This detail is akin to
another small, gold pendant that was discovered by J.
Alden Mason during an excavation at Sitio Conte in
1940. The figure, object 40-13-226 from the Penn
Museum, appears to be a bat, with stylized wings and a
small tail. Tailed bat figures most likely depict freetailed bats, which produce high quantities of guano,
valued for its use as a fertilizer (Hearne and Sharer
1992, 29). This bat pendant was found in Trench 2 at
Sitio Conte (Hearne and Sharer 1992, 90-91). A second
bat pendant, object 40-13-33, was found in the middle
and lower interment levels of Burial 11 at Sitio Conte.
This burial contained a “paramount chief,” further
cementing the relationship between gold and the elite
class (Hearne and Sharer 1992, 15, 90-91). It seems fair
to assume, then, that the frog at the MFA most likely
belonged to a high-ranking individual.

Object #3
This jar is almost an hourglass in shape, with concave sides.
It rests on a small round stand, so that the jar is slightly raised off
the surface it sits on. The clay itself is tan in color, and is visible on
the unpainted interior of the vessel. There are two thick bands, one
of red and one of tan, that decorate the neck of the vessel. These
are outlined in black. The background of the vessel’s body is red,
with two large areas of motifs. The motifs run diagonally across
the body of the jar and depict two plumed serpents; the two
designs are identical, but are inverted. The head of one serpent is
closer to the bottom of the vessel, while the other points to the top. Fig. 7: “Jar,” MFA 1971.064, Gift of
Dr. Mark Sheppard.
The bodies of the serpents are red and purple.
The plumed serpents on this piece are ubiquitous in Coclé materials, and there are several
examples from the Penn Museum. Object 40-16-1298 displays nearly identical plumed serpents
to those seen on the MFA jar. The snout of the creature is slightly different and has an upturned
nostril; the one on the MFA piece has a straight snout, but the teeth are near identical. There are
four plumes on the serpents on both the MFA piece and the Penn Museum object; the plumes on
the MFA artifact point forward, towards the front of the creature’s body. The plumes on the
serpent’s heads on the Penn Museum example are slightly different. The first plume points
backwards, towards the body of the creature, and the other three plumes point forwards, towards
the head of the beast. While the body of the serpent is not shown in the plate from the Penn
Museum, the same color scheme is utilized on both pieces.
Mary Helms, as quoted by Cooke (2004a, 120), theorized
that serpentine figures represent the “pure, undifferentiated life
energy, energy that lies at the heart of all other life-forms as fons
et origo and that also connotes, in its pure, featureless, un-shaped
serpentine form, the life force that existed at the dawn of time
before articulated life-forms had been created or organized”.

Fig. 8: “Plate,” Object 40-16-1298, Penn Museum.
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